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Bordering the Monster? “Creative Destruction” and De- and Re-Bordering of Established
Structures/Borders

The annual conference of the International Research
Training Group (IRTG) aBaltic Borderlandsa (Ernst-
Moritz-Arndt-UniversitAat Greifswald), organized by
Alexander Drost (Greifswald) and Maare Paloheimo
(Greifswald), challenged once again the predominantly
territorially perceived concept of borders by applying the
ideas of Amonstersa and Acreative destructiona to border-
ing processes. In international and interdisciplinary pan-
els researchers discussed how the new and incomprehen-
sible Other, for instance embodied in the trope of mon-
strosity, could potentially redefine and re-draw bound-
aries and borders, giving a way to changes in established
structures.

The conference started with a keynote lecture by
SAMUEL TRUETT (Albuquerque). In his presentation,
Truett presented a story of 19th century globetrotters
who travelled across the US-Mexico border and settled
on both sides of the borderland. Focusing on mixed iden-
tities of 4globald strangers, the speaker raised a ques-
tion of the importance of the micro-historical approach
for the understanding of how borderlands combine lo-
cal and transnational modes of history. He argued that
biographies of astrangersad who embodied hybridity of a
monster were an important source for the analysis of the
ambiguity of such liminal spaces as borderlands.

MARTA GRZECHNIK (Gdansk/Greifswald) contin-

ued the historical path taken in the keynote lecture. She
reconstructed the figure of a monster in post-WWII Pol-
ish historiography. According to Grzechnikas presenta-
tion, in the texts and debates of Polish historians Ger-
mans were to replace Russians in being the Other for the
Polish national imagination. Although Poland was sep-
arated from &monstrousd Germans by the political bor-
der during the Cold War, the symbolical importance of
the alien neighbor for the Polish national identity could
hardly be overestimated.

RUNE BRANDT LARSEN (Lund) paid attention to an-
other well-known astrangera of the Polish national nar-
rative, notably the Russian neighbor constructed as the
barbaric, despotic and savage threat to European civiliza-
tion. According to other papers, this monstrous depiction
of Russia spread beyond the boundaries of Polish histori-
ography. In his presentation, MADIS MAASING (Tartu)
restored how the idea of the Russian threat (analogous to
the motif of the Turkish threat, which was widespread
in Europe in the 15th century) emerged in 16th cen-
tury Livonia and was used as a propaganda tool to jus-
tify various political activities, even those that had noth-
ing to do with Russia. The persistence of a monstrous
perception of Russia went through 19th century Estonia
and Latvia. As TOOMAS SCHVAK (Tartu) showed, the
mass conversions of peasantry into Russian Orthodoxy in
these countries had local elites considering this process
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as an invasion of a monster tearing up well-established
social order and the borders protecting it. NICHOLAS
PRINDIVILLE (Helsinki/Greifswald) traced the idea of
amonstrous Russiad in the contemporary Finnish histo-
riography on WWII and demonstrated the perpetual im-
portance of Russia as the eternal Other for the Finnish
national identity until today.

SUNE BECHMANN PEDERSEN (Lund) claimed that
the metaphor of the monster was not always a useful way
for depicting the Other. Departing from his analysis of
Scandinavian guidebooks about Eastern Europe during
the Cold War, Pedersen argued that the representation
of repressive aspects of daily life in communist countries
was close to nothing in those touristic guides. Instead,
the guidebooks stressed the normality and authenticity
of touristic experience in such countries as Czechoslo-
vakia, Romania and Bulgaria where the touristic sector
was presumably less influenced by mass consumption.

The monstrous figures are important metaphors in
art and literature. As CYNTHIA OSIECKI (Greifswald)
maintained in her paper, in medieval art they had had
a significant moral meaning. As she argued, the depic-
tion of animals in art in the Middle Ages corresponded
with medieval bestiaries. On the one hand, the figures of
monstrous animals were to teach Christians what sinful
behavior was. On the other hand, the belief of medieval
theologians that humans and animals were the creation
of God left a space for positive interpretation of some
animalistic figures whose depiction was associated with
goodness and heaven.

KATJA WILL (Greifswald) analyzed portrayal of
monsters in contemporary Danish cinema. More pre-
cisely, she focused on the metaphor of cannibalism
in the Danish movie a4The Green Butchersa. As Will
argued, cannibalism had long served as metaphorical
depiction of dichotomy between civilized/non-civilized.
Although the facts of cannibalism have been poorly doc-
umented throughout history, their mentioning had often
been used for the symbolization of evil, alien and non-
understandable elements of other cultures. In 4The Green
Butchersa, however, cannibalism took place within the
Danish society. Representation of the transgression
of the strongest alimentary taboo in the small Danish
town where all inhabitants got involved into cannibalis-
tic practices could be seen as a metaphor of cannibaliza-
tion of the time and emergence of the new social struc-
ture.

BERIT GLANZ (Greifswald) turned to the monstrous
figures in Scandinavian literature. Analyzing novels by

the Icelandic author SjA’n and the Norwegian writer Erik
Fosnes Hansen, Glanz underlined that the figure of the
monster became a popular motif in contemporary Scan-
dinavian fiction. The metaphor of the monster served as a
social critique directed at the 4Othernessa of sick people
who were treated as aliens by their social environment.

The alien elements of culture embodied in the
metaphor of monstrosity often serve as a stimulus for
acreative destructiona. This concept goes back to Joseph
Schumpeteras (1883 4 1950) ideas of economic innovation
and business cycles. Three conference papers applied it
to the analysis of the economic development in the Baltic
Sea region in the 18 4 20th centuries.

MATTHIAS MALLER (Greifswald) argued that the
population of 18th century Swedish Pomerania perceived
the expansion of gambling as a monstrous development.
He suggested that the peopleas attitude to a new lottery
format (Lotto di Genova), which arose in the 18th century
and presumably advantaged gamblers and entrepreneurs,
could serve as a metaphor of anxieties determined by the
establishment of a new social order in the result of the
creative destruction.

Following a similar line, MAARE PALOHEIMO
(Greifswald) considered how the idea of the Russian
threat in Finnish national imagination went hand in hand
with the acknowledgment of the importance of economic
relations with Russia and with the dependency of Finnish
business life on Russian markets in the early 19th cen-
tury. The growing presence of Russian merchants was
seen as the menace to a closed and tightly knit merchant
community in Finland. At the same time, the clash of dif-
ferent economic cultures led to a competitive situation in
commerce and certain industries. In this way, Paloheimo
argued, the disturbing Russian newcomers could be un-
derstood as a source of creative destruction for the 19th
century Finnish economy.

The keynote speaker JARI OJALA (JyvAuskylAx) the-
oretically summed up the importance of creative destruc-
tion for economic life cycles. Focusing on the historical
development of organizations, Ojala argued that creative
destruction had been an inalienable part of the organi-
zational life cycle throughout the 19 4 20th century. The
essence of creative destruction lied in the fact that it could
be perceived not as a monstrous invasion of alien and
frightening elements into the economic structure but as
a window of opportunities and a source of organizational
survival.

Addressing the concepts of monstrosity and cre-
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ative destruction, the conference contributed to a non-
dogmatic understanding of bordering practices. It chal-
lenged the dichotomic interpretation of the process of
Othering as “We” versus “They” construction, revealing
its ambiguity and complexity. The metaphor of a mon-
ster exposes two mutually dependent ways of thinking
about the Other. It embodies the experience of fear and
incomprehension in dealing with Otherness, but at the
same time demonstrates how this experience may serve
as a way of ’creative destruction’, i.e. a revitalization of
already established and settled structures.
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